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Sometimes my father would howl in his sleep and when, as chil-
dren, we asked him what the matter was, he told us that he was 
being attacked by ghosts. We never questioned this explana-
tion because, growing up in Scotland, ghosts were as real for us 
as clouds in the sky. Today I no longer believe in ghosts but at 
night the remains of something lurk under my bed. 

 Later, as an art student in London, I used to slip into the Vic-
toria and Albert Museum. Half-way up one of the staircases was 
a glass case full of Memento Mori from the Victorian age, where 
I would always linger. Dead hair bracelets and skulls formed from 
pins. A safe place where my fascination with death was recipro-
cated. 

Nowadays, I live in Frankfurt, Germany but in 2019 I re-
turned to London for a year to research the Victorian’s relation-
ship to death, which resulted in the series of paintings on which 
this book is based. The images are accompanied by six texts based 
on the Danse Macabre which I commissioned or found from au-
thors across the globe to explore the universal relevance of this 
subject matter. 

Writers, poets and a painter reached out across continents to 
join in the dance of death. 

Charlotte Malcolm-Smith, 2022
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Danse Macabre, or the Dance 
of Death is an allegorical 
concept which dates back to 
medieval times. The allegory 
is often visualized as figures 
holding hands in a frantic 
circular dance where the 
unliving escort the living. 

Dancing with  
Death:  
Resurrection, 
Sensuality,  
and the Palpable 
Presence of  
Death

Eda Sancakdar 
OnikinciLeft: Figure 1: A detail from an 18th century oil painting 

depiction of the Dance of death.
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The dead are often pictured as dancing, laugh-
ing skeletons, implying that the living should 
enjoy their remaining time in life as every-
one will eventually taste the sorrows of death. 
They were also to remind the living that death 
does not respect social status, gender or age; 
it can strike anyone, anytime, anywhere. The 
representation of the living in Danse Macabre 
vary. While in the oldest known versions we 
see only men, in other accounts the men and 
women are depicted together as they face the 
final judgement. In some other versions, the 
image even reflects the details of economic in-
justices as the rich sees the death as a loss of 
status and wealth, while the poor welcomes it 
as a relief from earthly sorrows.

Danse Macabre is indeed a quite intrigu-
ing scene. It reflects on how people may have 
approached the idea of death during the Mid-
dle Ages; a period in history when death was 
not only a natural occurrence but a central 
preoccupation. This is quite understandable 
considering how daily life must have been af-
fected by the events such as the epidemic of the 
Black Death or the devastation of the Hundred 
Year’s War (1337–1453). What interests me the 
most in the allegory of Danse Macabre, howev-
er, is something else. 

Danse Macabre is a stern reminder of the impedance of death 
and a calling to remorse, but it also shows a line of communica-
tion between the unliving and the living that is quite curious in 
its manifestation: a frantic dance, a nervous gesture, a hysterical 
laughter. This sensual performance appears to be the opposite of 
what comes to mind when one imagines a period of global mourn-
ing. For it lacks a certain ethereality or tragedy that might reflect 
the emotional exhaustion of the people who experience the ca-
tastrophe of untimely deaths on a daily basis. Yet history reminds 

Figure 2: From Hans Holbeins Dance of 
Death (The Noble Lady), 16th century.
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us that in times of worldwide grief or collective questioning of the 
meaning of life and death, people’s reaction can be quite unexpect-
ed. For periods of similar episodes have more than often witnessed 
a unique sensuality that presents itself as a haptically charged and 
physically present set of performances. Indeed, as 500 years af-
ter the Black Death, when a new plague ravaged the globe killing 
some 12 million people, the crowds were once again captivated by 
a sensual performance, that is, the Spiritualist séance. 

Spiritualism was a 19th century metaphysi-
cal system subscribed by tens of millions of peo-
ple around the world. It supported the belief in 
the life after death and the main occupation of 
its believers was to seek alternative ways to com-
municate with the dead. The central practice of 
Spiritualism was thus the séance, by which the 
followers pursued answers to their questions about 
death and the realm of the unliving. 

During a séance Spiritualists would employ 
different “mediums” to contact with the spirits. 
Their preferred media to communicate with the 
dead were often chosen from amongst the emerg-
ing 19th century scientific advances and technol-
ogy, such as electricity, photography and telegra-
phy. Utilising “modern” technologies to contact 
the otherwise invisible spirits was also a way to 
justify their methods, suggesting that they pre-

sented the facts in all their positivity and uniqueness. However, 
more important for their communication with the dead was al-
ways another “medium”.

In a structural framework, Spiritualists’ main line of com-
munication was the people called mediums, who negotiated their 
bodies between the living and the dead. 19th century Spiritualists 
expected mediums to have a certain “feminine sensitivity” which 
allegedly made them bodily perceptive of the dead and their mes-
sages from other realms. Therefore, most often they were to be 
women, or “feminine” men, who would present various sensual 
and overly corporeal performances as they communicated with 

Figure 3: The Death and the Lady.
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the dead. In fact, the 19th century scientists considered “corporeal 
sympathy” also a “feminine trait”, something which provided Me-
diums with the ability that could govern the interaction of mind 
with mind, body with body, and each with the other (Cox, 2003). 
These qualities of the Spiritualist mediums reframed their body 
as a media for the visual, auditory, and haptic sensations of spirits. 
And more broadly, it equipped them with ways of dealing with the 
disturbing forces of the past trauma becoming present to bodies 
as spirits. 

Considering such role of the medium, Spiritualist perfor-
mances hold an interesting resemblance to the allegory of Danse 
Macabre. For in both scenes the dead resurrects to take part in a 
circular, collective performance. In a spiritualist séance, the dead 
forces the medium into performing a hysteric dance as she laughs 
uncontrollably, jolts and cramps to maintain a controlled proxim-
ity with the living and the dead. So is the case in the allegory of 
Danse Macabre, where the living people are in a trance-like state 
holding hands with the dead who hysterically laugh and jolt, lead-
ing the dance in a circular movement. 

Figure 4: Séance
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From this perspective, we can consider both a performative 
act of healing or a way of dealing with the feelings and sensations 
that occurs in times of collective grief and trauma. In that sense, 
resurrected bodies, hysterical skeletons or the bodies of the medi-
ums who host the dead are not merely fun spectacle but leaders of 
a collective experience which helped people deal with the social 
effects of mourning. Indeed, as Robert Cox, a Canadian scholar  
of political science, puts it, the medium’s body in Spiritualism is 
anticipated as something that is haptically connected to other bod-
ies, both material and etheric, generating a cosmic sensation and 
“chains of sympathy” which in turn establishes “a universe of the 
body and a body of the universe,” and “a true social physiology” 
(Cox, 2003, p. 90). 

I believe both examples show how the times of collective medi-
ation of death and mourning have often been grounded in a haptic 
performance, a sensory overload. That is, through a body adjusted 
as a medium or an instrument people who are in grief can actu-
alise their physical senses and readjust themselves to their bodies’ 
sensorium. Such adjustment may also be seen as a symbolic anti-
dote to the overwhelming expectancies of socially “appropriate” 
or accepted ways of mourning and fear of death. Because such 
experiences of collective trauma involve encounters that are just 
too much. What is felt and otherwise sensed cannot be translated 
into experience and cannot easily find expression in the world that 
we live in, and thus they remain lodged in the body. The bodies 
that allow themselves to experience such overload of sensuality 
and emotions are the vessels between death and life, between the 
dead and the living; they are the mediums, hysterical skeletons, 
dancing, laughing and singing, being emphatic and “inappropri-
ate”. They are the artists who can form an in-betweenness, a bridge 
of remembrance; a material separation and connectivity that helps 
us find meaning in times of inexpressible emotions. 

References: 
Cox, R. S. (2003). Body and Soul: A Sympathetic History of American  Spiritualism. 
University of Virginia Press. 
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PAGE 18—19: VOICE OVER TROUBLED WATER XIV

2020, 160 x 80 x 15 cm
wooden frame, nails, acrylic wool, cardboard, glue, plexiglass, screws, 
photocopies, plastic bucket, plastic stool, wire, clamp, book

PAGE 20—21: VOICE OVER TROUBLED WATER I I I

2019, 160 x 100 x 5 cm
wooden frame, nails, acrylic wool, glue, cardboard, plexiglass, screws, 
photocopies, acrylic paint, duct tape, book, clamp, marker pen

PAGE 22—23: VOICE OVER TROUBLED WATER XI

2020, 160 x 80 x 10 cm
wooden frame, nails, acrylic wool, screws, glue, cardboard, plexiglass, 
photocopies, book, clamp

PAGE 24—25: VOICE OVER TROUBLED WATER I I

2019, 160 x 90 x 20 cm
wooden frame, nails, acrylic wool, glue, cardboard, plexiglass, screws, 
photocopies, paint roller, silicone

PAGE 26—27: VOICE OVER TROUBLED WATER VII

2020, 190 x 110 x 25 cm
wooden frame, nails, acrylic wool, glue, cardboard, plexiglass, screws, 
corriboard, photocopies, book, clamp, wire, oil pastel

PAGE 28—29: VOICE OVER TROUBLED WATER V

2020, 150 x 80 x 15 cm
wooden frame, nails, acrylic wool, glue, cardboard, plexiglass, screws, 
photocopies, book, clamp, wire, duct tape

PAGE 30—31: VOICE OVER TROUBLED WATER I   

2019, 190 x 80 x 20 cm
wooden frame, nails, acrylic wool, glue, cardboard, plexiglass, screws, 
paper doilies, book, clamp, paper, gouache paint, print media, duct tape

PAGE 32—33: VOICE OVER TROUBLED WATER VI

2019, 150 x 80 x 15 cm
wooden frame, nails, acrylic wool, glue, cardboard, plexiglass, screws, 
photocopies, paint roller
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published in the poetry collection „High noon 
and the body“ by Kyla Pasha with YODA PRESS, 
India in 2010.

The poem „The Last Endevour“ was first publis-
hed in 2021 in the poetry collection „Drop Bear“ 
by Evelyn Araluen with University of Queensland 
Press, Australia. 

The short story „No Sleep Every Night“ was first 
published in 2014 in the volume „13 Moons“ by 
Ee Leen Lee with Buku Fixi, Malaysia. 


